Deletion of the BAC sequences from recombinant meq-null Marek's disease (MD) virus increases immunosuppression while maintaining protective efficacy against MD.
Marek's disease virus (MDV) GX0101 is a field strain of MDV with a naturally occurring insertion of the reticuloendotheliosis virus (REV) long terminal repeat (LTR) fragment. Both copies of the meq gene were knocked out in the GX0101 bacterial artificial chromosome (BAC) clone to construct the recombinant virus SC9-1, resulting in a complete lack of pathogenicity and providing better protection against MD than CVI988/Rispens. In the present study, the BAC sequences in SC9-1 were removed using a cre-loxP system, and the virus termed SC9-2. SC9-2 showed a significant increase in replication in vitro and in vivo. There was a significant decrease in chicken weight, immune organ index, and antibody levels compared with those of SC9-1-inoculated chickens. The immune protection index of SC9-2 was similar to that of SC9-1, and the difference was not significant. The results of our studies demonstrate that the SC9-2 virus provides protection in specific pathogen free (SPF) chickens when challenged with a very virulent MDV rMd5, but it induces immunosuppressive effects in SPF chickens.